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Graham: St. Augustine Historical Society, 1883-1983

ST. AUGUSTINE HISTORICAL SOCIETY
1883-1983
by THOMAS GRAHAM

T

St. Augustine Historical Society began as an informal
gathering of a few individuals who met in the downstairs
parlor of the Presbyterian manse on the corner of St. George
and Hypolita streets. Dr. Milton Waldo, the Presbyterian minister, would converse on a regular basis with acquaintances who
shared his interest in natural history. Because of its casual origin
the date of the first Society meeting is uncertain. Dr. Waldo
later recalled that he and Charlie Johnson, a local boy who
would later be a natural history museum curator in Boston,
began meeting together over insect and shell specimens in 1881.
Dr. Dewitt Webb, the Society’s dominant member for decades,
remembered the date as 1883, naming Waldo, Johnson, himself,
and a few others as the original members.1 Probably because of
Webb’s importance in the Society, the 1883 date has been accepted as the date of origin.
Styling itself the St. Augustine Institute of Science, the little
group met on alternate Tuesday evenings in the manse’s parlor,
which the 1885-1886 city directory formally dubbed “the rooms
of the Society.” The Reverend Mr. Waldo served as the organization’s president, Webb as vice-president, Mary R. Reynolds as
secretary-treasurer, and Johnson as curator-librarian. Waldo’s
seashells and Webb’s “prehistoric implements” formed the core
of the Society’s, exhibit collection.2
In these early years the purpose of the Society was ill-defined, its membership was limited, and meetings were sporadic.
HE

Thomas Graham is professor of history, Flagler College, St. Augustine.
1. St. Augustine Evening Record, November 20, 1912; “Annual Address of Dr.
Webb to the Historical Society,” Year Book, 1916-17 (pamphlet). An “Active
Members” list bears the date September 11, 1883, but evidently the Society
was founded prior to this time because there is a separate list of charter
members. All documents hereinafter cited are in the library of the St.
Augustine Historical Society, unless otherwise noted.
2. St. Augustine City Directory, 1885-1886 (St. Augustine, n.d.), 8.
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Looking back to the time before the turn of the century, one
long-time member declared, “Spasmodically we woke up and
then became somnolent again for months at a time.“3 Sometimes
meetings were held in the home of a member who would read
a paper which those present would discuss. When no one was
willing to prepare a paper, Society activity flagged. During the
winter season when the hotels were full of northern guests, the
Society would sometimes sponsor lectures in a hotel parlor or
in the public schoolhouse on Hospital Street (now Avilés Street).
The topics were mixed: some literary, some historical, some scientific, and others on a variety of topics.4
Contemporary references to the Society reflect its miscellaneous interests. It is called a variety of names: St. Augustine
Scientific and Literary Institute, Literary Society, St. Augustine
Institute of Science and Historical Society, and Scientific and
Historical Society. In 1912 the official name was changed from
St. Augustine Institute of Science to St. Augustine Institute of
Science and Historical Society. The change is significant for it
showed that the Society was drifting away from its original interest in natural science and toward a historical focus. In 1918
the name was altered to Historical Society and Institute of Science, and in 1953 it became simply the Historical Society.5
The earliest record of a local history project undertaken by
the Society dates from 1896 when a sign was erected at the site
of Seminole war chief Osceola’s capture by the militia. Society
members accompanied John Masters, a participant in the
episode, to a place near Moultrie Creek and nailed a large
wooden sign board between two pine trees. The Society also
marked the small clump of brush on the north end of Anastasia
Island where, according to tradition, James Oglethorpe had
placed his battery of cannon when besieging the fort in 1740.6

3.

Robert Ransom, “Early Days of the Society,” typed mss. dated October 11,
1927.
4. Ibid.; “Course of Lectures for the Season, 1901” (postcard); handwritten
note in “The Constitution,” 1902 Expense Records file; St. Augustine
Tatler, February 22, 1896, January 16, February 20, 1897.
5. Minutes Book, St. Augustine Historical Society, July 16, 1912 [hereinafter
cited as Minutes Book, with appropriate dates]; Constitution and By Laws,
1918 and 1953.
6. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August 2, 1896; St. Augustine Tatler, January 30, 1897.
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Dewitt Webb, founder of the St. Augustine Historical Society. Photographs
provided by the St. Augustine Historical Society.
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In 1911 the Society called attention to the threatened destruction of Fort Matanzas, the early Spanish fortification at
Matanzas Inlet. The coquina walls of the fort were in danger of
toppling over, and the currents of the inlet were undermining
its foundation. A letter was written to the United States War
Department asking that the fort be saved.7 Timely action was
taken by the government. Later the Society began to restore the
stone walls and watchtower of the fort. Eventually Fort Matanzas
came under the protection of the National Park Service.
Meanwhile the Society’s exhibit collection had expanded to
include historical material and a variety of heterogeneous
curios. From the manse’s parlor the museum was moved to an
unused room of the Alcazar Hotel and then to a ground floor
room in the public library on Hospital Street. In 1899 the Society bought the Vedder Museum collection of natural curiosities
when its curator, Dr. John Vedder, died. Vedder was a dentist,
but he also ran a menagerie and museum which occupied a
large, old coquina stone building on the bayfront north of the
plaza. The $600 to purchase the collection for the Society was
advanced from Dr. Webb, and it would be years before the
Society could reimburse him. With the lease of the building the
Society, for the first time, had its own home and headquarters.8
By 1911 the Society had accumulated so many “treasures”
that it also leased the Sanchez House, which stood behind the
Vedder Museum building on Charlotte Street. With room available for expansion, the Society invited donations of specimens
and artifacts. An advertisement of the day lists among the items
on display: live alligators, minerals, fossils, cannon balls
exhumed from the fort walls, stuffed fish, manatee bones, maps
of Florida, a suit of armor, Confederate money, and Spanish
period relics. Also included were human bones, which Dr. Webb
presumed “showed the cannibalistic habits of the shell mound
builders.” The Sanchez Building was also used for meetings.9

7. Minutes Book, June 20, 1911; St. Augustine Evening Record, July 21, 1911.
8. St. Augustine Tatler, February 29, 1896; Minutes Book, March 21, 1916;
“The Constitution,” 1902 Expense Records file; “Annual Address of Dr.
Webb,” Year Book, 1916-17.
9. St. Augustine Evening Record, July 6, 8, 19, 1911; photocopy of undated
Historical Society handbill; Minutes Book, July 5, 18, 1911; “Annual Address of Dr. Webb,” Year Book, 1916-17.
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The leasing of the Sanchez House served another purpose.
The Society was concerned about the loss of historic structures
to the forces of modernization in St. Augustine. By gaining control, if not ownership, of the Vedder and Sanchez buildings the
Society hoped to save them from destruction. This was one of
the earliest efforts of the Society in the area of historic preservation, and it signaled a commitment that would continue over the
years. 10
At this time the Society also began the task of getting and
preserving the oral testimony of old-time residents— long before
the advent of oral history as a discipline in local history. Members were sent out to interview older citizens and to write down
their memories of the past. Some of these interviews were later
read in Society meetings.11
Probably the most important advance made by the Society
was the hiring of W. J. Harris as curator of the museum. In May
1912, he began a tenure which would last nearly thirty years.
Harris managed the day-to-day affairs of the museum and other
Society properties, and operated the museum on a commission
basis. The Society was only half of Harris’s career; he also was
a professional photographer and a dealer in souvenir post
cards. 12
Then, just when the Society’s fortunes appeared most propitious, the work of a generation was seemingly wiped out overnight when the great fire of April 2, 1914, leveled a large portion of the central town along north St. George Street and the
bayfront. The venerable Florida House Hotel was the most
noted loss, but the Vedder and Sanchez buildings were also left
as charred, crumbling ruins. The Society’s collection went into
ashes in a few blazing minutes. “The prospect was most disheartening,” recalled one member.13
However, the crisis in the Society’s affairs caused by the fire
opened new opportunities and enabled the Society to become a
major force in the community. Shortly after the fire the execu10. St. Augustine Evening Record, July 21, 1911.
11. Ibid., July 18, 1911; Minutes Book, September 19, 1911.
12. Minutes Book, May 7, 1912; taped interview of J. Carver Harris by David
Nolan, July 13, 1982, oral history collection, St. Augustine Historical Society.
13. Untitled typed mss. by Robert Ransom, October 11, 1927.
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tive committee of the Society began to explore the possibility of
acquiring a room in Fort Marion (Castillo de San Marcos) where
a new collection might be housed. By the end of the year the
War Department had agreed to this, and also allowed the Society
permission to provide guides for visitors touring the fort. The
Society became the custodian of the fort, responsible for its
every-day maintenance, but also recipient of all funds generated
by the guide service and the gift shop in the fort.14
Under the direction of W. J. Harris the guides escorted
thousands of tourists each month through the fort. Visitors got
a supposedly full and authentic history of the fort and a trip to
the “secret dungeon.” Since little authentic information on the
fort was available, the Society relied on tradition and imagination for much of its lectures. The well in the courtyard, for
example, was attributed to Menéndez and its construction supposedly dated to 1565. Intermixed with some accurate information were stories of torture racks, iron cages, and a quicksand
pit into which victims’bodies were dumped.15
Gaining control of the fort and the financial prosperity of
the Society were heartening to Dr. Webb, who had given a large
portion of his life to the Society. For years he had struggled to
maintain the organization, even paying rent on the buildings
when there were no funds in the treasury. When he died in
April 1917, the Society still owed him money. Since the doctor
was penniless at the time of his death, his friend Chauncey
Depew contributed the funds to the Society which were used to
pay Webb’s funeral expenses. 16
Depew soon succeeded Webb as president of the Society.
Webb and Depew had been friends for years since the time
when both had been active in New York politics. While Webb
had moved to remote St. Augustine, Depew had remained in
New York, becoming president of Vanderbilt’s New York Central Railroad and a two-term United States Senator. Depew’s
14.

Executive Committee Minutes, October 7, December 28, 1914; “Annual
Address of Dr. Webb,” Year Book, 1916-17; Chauncey Depew, “Address to
Annual Meeting,” Minutes Book, March 8, 1927.
15. Typed mss. of tour guide talk ca. 1921, Minutes Book for 1911-1917;
Handbill, undated, 1902 Expense Records file; [Frank Matthews?] to
Almer T. Perkins, October 5, 1917.
16. St. Augustine Evening Record, April 12, 1917, Dewitt Webb biographical file;
Minutes Book, April 17, 1917.
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Mr. and Mrs. W. J. Harris (center) with a group on the ramp of the fort. Seated
at the left is fort custodian George M. Brown.
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presidency of the Society was largely honorary, but he did take
an active interest in its welfare and provided it with practical
help. He was credited with helping to persuade the War Department to allow the Society to take charge of the fort, and he
purchased new artifacts to replace those destroyed in the 1914
fire. During his winter visits to St. Augustine, Depew, a popular
speaker, would give lectures to raise money for the Society.17
The Society’s new affluence enabled it to take advantage of
an opportunity to purchase one of the most historic buildings
in town. George Reddington, owner of the St. Augustine Alligator Farm, offered to sell the Society the house on St. Francis
Street which he was exhibiting to the public as the Oldest House
in America.
The Society took its time considering the offer, partly because there was considerable doubt whether Reddington’s building was indeed the oldest house in town. In April 1916, the
directors of the Society examined the question, but could arrive
at no conclusion. A year later a committee was appointed to
investigate the “oldest house” claims being made for three different properties. The Don Toledo House on Hospital Street
lacked an advocate to argue its case. The two property owners
who pressed their claims most vigorously were Reddington and
James Dodge. The latter owned a coquina stone house on St.
George Street known as the Old Curiosity Shop (today the
Paredes House). Neither Reddington nor Dodge could present
solid evidence to support their claims, but Reddington put forward the tradition that Geronimo Alvarez, a long-time owner of
the house on St. Francis Street, had declared that his ancestors
owned it as far back as 1590. After an “animated and prolonged
discussion” the executive committee adopted a motion stating:
“[it] cannot positively determine which is the oldest house in St.
Augustine, but it is of the opinion, based upon the findings of

17. Depew, “Address to Annual Meeting,” Minutes Book, February 23, 1926;
Executive Committee Minutes, January 2, 1917; Depew to Webb,
December 5, 1916, Indian Exhibit Group file. Depew commissioned the
making of life-size figures of Osceola and his family which were exhibited
in the fort and later in a small building on the grounds of the Oldest
House. The manikins were ultimately sold to the St. Augustine Alligator
Farm.
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Society President Chauncy DePew in the garden of the Oldest House.
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this committee, that the house known as the Geronimo Alvarez
house on St. Francis Street, is such.“18
The Alvarez property was certainly the most famous old
house in St. Augustine, and it had been identified as the “oldest
house” at least since the 1880s. Its notoriety sprang partly from
the fact that it was one of the most charming of the rustic stone
buildings standing along St. Augustine’s streets. Situated near
the bayfront with a large date palm leaning gracefully over its
front door, the house was a favorite subject for artists and
photographers. Harper’s Weekly magazine ran an etching of the
house in 1871 which would forever set in the public mind the
image of the house, but Harper’s did not identify it as the oldest
house. 19
In 1884 the house had been purchased by a local dentist,
Charles P. Carver, who modernized the structure by paneling
the interior with wood salvaged from the old Presbyterian
Church and adding Victorian features such as dormers in the
roof and awnings over the downstairs windows. His most dramatic alteration was the construction of a circular concrete and
stone tower at the northeast corner of the house. Dr. Carver was
the first to charge visitors to enter the house, supposedly because he was besieged by curious tourists who wanted to look
inside the oldest house in America.20
Dr. Carver sold the house to James W. Henderson in 1898.
Henderson added a garage apartment to the west end of the
house and turned the house into a regular museum for tourists.
In 1911 he passed the house on to Reddington, who continued
to operate it as an attraction.21 It was this property which the
Society decided to purchase in March 1918. The sale was completed in October and included a nearby house known as the
Tovar House.22
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Minutes Book, April 4, 17, 1917; Letter of George Reddington to Old
House Investigating Committee, September 6, 1917, Oldest House file;
Executive Committee Minutes, November 20, 1917.
St. Augustine City Directory, 1885-1886, 8; Max Bloomfield, Bloomfield’s Illustrated Historical Guide (St. Augustine, 1882, 1884), 24-25.
Edward W. Lawson Report, 1941, Oldest House file; St. Augustine Record,
May 5, 1933.
Lawson Report.
Ibid.; Minutes of Regular Meeting of Society, March 19, 1918, Executive
Committee file.
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With these two important historical sites under its control,
the Society entered the most successful financial period in its
history. Harris promoted both the fort and the Oldest House,
taking a twenty-five per cent commission on admissions for his
services. He also operated gift shops at both locations and sold
the booklet Under Three Flags which touted the fort and the
Oldest House as the places every visitor had to see. Most of the
Society’s share of the income went to pay expenses for salaries
and maintenance, but enough was left over to expend on activities and still bank a growing sum in an endowment fund.23
The financial success of the Oldest House was hardly gratifying to those individuals, both inside and outside the Society,
who felt that the organization had strayed from its course as a
serious group for the study of history to become a business
engaged in deceiving the public with a bogus attraction. In 1921
Charles B. Reynolds published a booklet blasting various local
tourist attractions of dubious historical merit. He concentrated
his ire, however, on the St. Augustine Historical Society, declaring: “The Society exploits the most audacious of the ‘oldest
house’ fakes.“24 Reynolds said that the house, which was purported to have been built in 1565, was probably constructed in
the early 1800s.
Reynolds’s attack threw the Society’s leadership into turmoil.
At a meeting in March 1921, the board decided not to respond
publicly to Reynolds’s blast, but to eliminate claims for the house
which could not be substantiated. However, the board was not
prepared to drop the assertion that the Society owned the oldest
house in America. The board did purchase and suppress the
remainder of the latest edition of Harris’s pamphlet which it
deemed too extravagant in its claims for the house’s history.
Also, the guides in the Oldest House were instructed to tone
down their set speech. Nevertheless, in the absence of documentation, no one could say with confidence just what was the true
history of the property on St. Francis Street.25
23.

Contract, W. J. Harris and W. R. Hites and the St. Augustine Historical
Society, March 10, 1922; Treasurer’s Report, 1928.
24. Charles B. Reynolds, The Oldest House in the United States (New York, 1921),
3; Charles B. Reynolds, “The St. Augustine Oldest House Hoax,” Mr. Foster’s Travel Magazine (Winter 1929-1930).
25. Executive Committee Minutes, February 8, March 8, April 12, 1921, March
9, 1922.
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The Society attempted to remedy this situation by hiring
Emily Wilson as research historian and librarian. Beginning in
1923 she searched for materials which would refute Reynolds’s
charges and authenticate the Oldest House. Over the years her
efforts resulted in a major expansion of the documentary holdings of the Society and led to its acquiring one of the best small
research libraries in the Southeast.26
Two of her early discoveries were the maps of Juan de la
Puente (1764) and Mariano de la Rocque (1788). She traveled
to Tallahassee to locate the Rocque map and its description of
the town at the beginning of the second Spanish period. At the
New York Historical Society she found the Puente map, which
an earlier St. Augustinian, Buckingham Smith, had located in
Spain back in the mid-1800s. Following these discoveries, Wilson
wrote: “We have proof of the Oldest House back to 1764 and
we must take every step possible to get the abstract back to the
beginning even if we lose our claim, but that I do not expect.”27
Wilson’s attitude was typical of many in the Society; the
house was the oldest in America— the only problem was in proving it. President Depew asserted in his annual address of 1926
that Wilson had already “demonstrated, beyond question, that
the house of the Historical Society is the oldest in St. Augustine
and probably the oldest in the United States, which still
stands.“28
Working from the few available sources, Wilson constructed
this argument: The Francis Drake map of 1586 shows the early
town situated south of the plaza, where the Society’s house
stands. Following the English siege of 1702 the only substantial
building left standing was the Franciscan hermitage of La Soledad. Since the Society’s house stands next to the site of the
Franciscan convent, the Oldest House must have been the hermitage in which the monks lived prior to the construction of the
convent. Lastly, during the British period Bernard Romans saw

26.

Emily Wilson to Barend Beck, December 31, 1928, Wilson letterbook, 1928,
St. Augustine Historical Society Administrative Records, Box 5 [hereinafter
cited as Wilson letterbook, with appropriate dates].
27. Wilson to W. J. Harris, July 30, 1925; Wilson to Harris, November 11,
1925; Report of Librarian, March 2, 1926, Wilson letterbook, 1925-1926.
28.
“Annual Address to the St. Augustine Historical Society and Institute of
Science, Chauncey Depew, February 23, 1926,” pamphlet.
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a house bearing the date 1571. This could only have been the
Society’s property, and thus the Oldest House dated back to
1571. 29
This conclusion was highly satisfactory to W. J. Harris, who
incorporated Wilson’s findings into his Under Three Flags pamphlet, as he continued to promote the Oldest House in America.
In 1924 he wrote Wilson: “I want to make money for the Society
so you can have what you want to continue this work. If I can
only be commercial and you historical, it is a good combination,
for without the commercial part the historical end would be
weak. The public and a few members seem to lose sight of this
important dual fact.“30
One of the visible evidences of the Society’s growing financial
success was the Webb Memorial Building which was erected in
1925 in the space between the Oldest House and the Tovar
House. This two-story building housed exhibits on the first floor
and a meeting room and library on the second. Prior to the
construction of the Webb Building, the Society’s library had
been located in a room of the public library on Hospital Street.
Beginning in 1916 the Society had purchased books on a wide
variety of subjects. At first volumes on natural history were common acquisitions, but as time passed the collection, while remaining broad, grew in its relevance to the local history of St.
Augustine. Through the 1920s and down to her death in 1937,
the library was under the care of Sarah Bimson Underwood,
one of the leading lights of the Society.31
By the 1920s the character of the St. Augustine Historical
Society had been established. It operated the Oldest House as a
tourist attraction, but with the honorable intention of enlightening the public. The Webb museum and library next door were
the heart of the research and educational aspect of the Society.
Monthly program meetings were scheduled during the winter
season, though sometimes only a handful of members attended.
29.

Wilson to Harrel Ayers, August 23, 1926, Wilson letterbook, 1926; Wilson
to I. A. Wright, July 12, 1928, ibid., 1925-1926.
30. W. J. Harris to Wilson, August 17, 1924, Wilson letterbook, 1924.
31. Recollections of Miss M. E. Bentley, February 1, 1922, typed mss.; Report
of Librarian, March 2, 1926, Wilson letterbook, 1925-1926; Recollections
of Elizabeth Monk, March 19, 1935, typed mss.; “In Memorium, Sara Bimson Underwood, d. June 19, 1937,” typed mss.; Evelyn Vaill to David R.
Dunham, June 25, 1937.
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An annual open house at the Oldest House on New Year’s Day
attracted a large crowd and was the chief social function of the
Society.32 The Society’s other interest was in preserving the various historic sites and buildings in St. Augustine. The monument
to the Spanish Constitution of 1812 in the plaza was repaired
by the Society, as were the old well and chimney on Anastasia
Island which were thought to date back to colonial times. Markers were placed on several buildings identifying them as historic sites.33
The crash of the Florida land boom and the subsequent national depression of the 1930s found the Society financially pressed, but in far better economic shape than the community at
large. It was necessary to reduce the salaries of Society employees, but the fort and Oldest House remained steady money makers. Indeed, the Society monopolized two of the best sources of
income in town, and its custody of the fort, a public property,
put the Society in a particularly delicate situation. Acknowledging its obligation to the community, and no doubt anxious to
create a favorable public impression, the Society contributed to
local charities. Such diverse groups as the baseball club, American Legion, the band which played in the plaza, the YMCA,
and the Welfare Association received donations of from $25.00
to $250. The Chamber of Commerce was a regular recipient of
contributions. In 1930 the Society financed three-quarters of
the cost of a $2,000-printing of promotional brochures for St.
Augustine.34
In 1931 and 1932 the city commission of St. Augustine considered putting the Historical Society’s properties on the tax
rolls. After much discussion the city commission passed a resolution in the fall of 1931 requesting the Society to “donate” ten
per cent of the receipts from the Oldest House and fort to the
city. The executive board of the Society declined and resisted
all efforts to tax its properties.35
32. Minutes Book for 1919-1932, February 9, 1926, January 10, 1928.
33. Webb to Editor of St. Augustine Record, March 23, 1917, copy, Webb biographical file; Minutes Book, January 11, 1921, March 9, December 12,
1922, January 16, April 10, 1923.
34. Minutes Book, May 9, 1922, April 19, 1932, April 11, 1933, January 10,
1936; Herbert Felkel to Marcus Price, December 15, 1931, letter in Minutes
Book for 1919-1932.
35. Copy of Resolution 800, passed by city commission, November 18, 1931,
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The city’s response was to attempt to gain control of the fort
itself by having the lease on the property transferred from the
Society to the city. Judge David R. Dunham, then president of
the Society, went to Washington and helped persuade the War
Department to turn down St. Augustine’s request. The city then
proceeded to take its case to Congress, urging local congressmen
and Senator Duncan U. Fletcher to introduce a bill which would
give the fort to the city. But in 1933 the Congress passed the
landmark Historic Sites Act, transferring administration of
many historic sites and structures from the War Department to
the National Park Service. Forts Marion and Matanzas, which
had been proclaimed National Monuments by presidential action in 1924, were thus slated for transfer in 1935.36
Reluctant to relinquish control of the fort, the Society found
itself leagued with its former rivals in town in an effort to maintain the status quo. The St. Augustine Chamber of Commerce
passed a resolution favoring the Society’s custody of the fort.
However, it was argued that making the fort part of the National
Park system would increase tourism and thereby benefit the
whole community. After a brief flurry of activity, the Society
accepted the inevitable; by May its collection was being removed
from the fort to the Tovar House. On May 15, 1935, the members of the Society met with federal officials in the sallyport of
Fort Marion and passed a resolution of thanks to the government for having been allowed to take care of the fort during
the past twenty years. The secretary noted that the resolution
“passed but not unanimously.“37 In the years since 1935 the
Society and the National Park Service have maintained a
cooperative relationship. Two of the Castillo de San Marcos’s
historians, Albert Manucy and Luis Arana, have served as directors of the Society.
In the meantime the Oldest House had remained a successful tourist attraction, but it continued to face criticism as a

in Minutes Book for 1919-1932; Minutes Book, November 24, 1931, March
15, 1932.
36. Minutes Book, February 23, March 15, August 9, November 17, 28, 1932,
January 3, February 9, November 1, 1933, July 2, September 19, 1934;
interview, Albert Manucy with Herbert E. Kahler, July 1, 1971, typed transcript.
37. Minutes Book, February 6, 12, April 9, May 15, 1935; Kahler interview.
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“fraud.” The town had a long tradition of questionable historical
curiosities, but the problem of attractions which imposed on the
visiting public’s credulity had been recently pushed into the
foreground by Walter B. Fraser. He was a successful
businessman, aggressive politician, and operator of the Fountain
of Youth Park, which he claimed as the landing spot of Juan
Ponce de Leon. In 1930 the city of St. Augustine appointed a
Historical Fact Finding Commission for the purpose of authenticating genuine historic sites and suppressing bogus enterprises. President Harold Colee of the Society was a member of
the Fact Finding Commission.38
The commission would eventually authenticate (sometimes
incorrectly, as it turned out) many sites around town, but it was
unsuccessful in stopping attraction operators from making unsubstantiated claims. Its major impact was to stir up animosities
between various attraction owners.
Contrary to the advice of W. J. Harris that it should not
“backwater on its claim” which was the “backbone” of the Society’s income, the Society decided in 1934 to begin describing its
property as simply “the Oldest House,” rather than “The Oldest
House in the United States.“39
One way that the Society solidified its claim to owning the
oldest house in St. Augustine was to eliminate its competitors.
In 1934, following the death of James Dodge, the Society purchased the Old Curiosity Shop. This served the dual purpose of
removing the embarrassment of explaining away a second “Oldest House,” and it placed in responsible hands what was truly
one of the few colonial houses left in St. Augustine. In 1939 the
Society leased from the Sisters of St. Joseph the Don Toledo
House and purchased its furnishings for the Oldest House collection. Since that time the St. Augustine Historical Society has
had unrivaled claim to the “Oldest House.“40
At about the same time the Society passed up an opportunity
to purchase what has become one of the most valuable proper38.
39.
40.

St. Augustine Evening Record, July 7, 1930, George A. Mueller scrapbook;
Minutes Book, October 14, November 10, 1930, December 12, 1961.
Minutes Book; February 24, 1934, June 28, 1938.
Ibid., April 30, 1934, October 27, December 8, 1939; Edward W. Lawson,
The St. Augustine Historical Society and Its“Oldest House” (St. Augustine, 1957),
35-38.
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ties in town. In 1931 the executive committee investigated the
purchase of a building on north St. George Street near the City
Gate which was “claimed by many to be the oldest frame house
in St. Augustine.” By a vote of five to four the executive committee declined to purchase the property.41 Thereupon W. J. Harris purchased the house himself and began to exhibit it to the
public as “The Oldest Wooden Schoolhouse in America.” A
short time later Harris suggested that the Society purchase the
house from him, but again the Society declined. Harris sold the
property to another purchaser, and thereafter Walter Fraser
bought the building. The Society found itself facing another
attraction of doubtful pedigree, and the Society’s anger was
raised further when Fraser placed signs at both the “Oldest
Wooden Schoolhouse” and the Fountain of Youth claiming that
both were “recommended” by the St. Augustine Historical Society. The Society’s efforts to fight Fraser’s impositions on truth
were compromised by the fact that the Society itself operated
an attraction vulnerable to criticism.42
A northern visitor to the Oldest House in the mid-1930s
disparaged the property more on the grounds of taste than historicity. The holdings of the Society were described as “a collection of unrelated bric-a-brac,” ranging from a Russian samovar,
suits of armor, a captured German machine gun, and autographs of presidents’s wives to “a life size figure of a Hindoo
priest made of clay from the Ganges River.” Upon entering the
Oldest House, continued the visitor, “The first thing that strikes
the eye is a portrait of Chauncey Depew, manufactured of X’s
on a typewriter.“43
In 1937 Dr. Verne E. Chatelain, chief historian of the National Park Service, was called upon to make a study of the
Oldest House and offer suggestions for improving the exhibit.
His recommendations put the Oldest House on the road to becoming a respectable historical museum. Chatelain made impor-

41.
42.

Minutes Book, March 13, 24, 1931.
Ibid., February 9, April 18, May 5, 1933, February 24, 1934; unsigned
copy of letter to Walter B. Fraser, Bayfront file; interview, Kahler with
Manucy, November 11, 1972, typed transcript; interview, Nolan with J.
Carver Harris, July 6, 1982.
43. “The Captive Samovar,” typed copy of newspaper story in Washington Post,
July 19, 1938.
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tant suggestions: relegate the commercial “souvenir” aspects of
the Oldest House to the background, remove the exhibits, and
restore the property to illustrate a “period house” of the early
1800s. 44
Chatelain’s work with the St. Augustine Historical Society
was only one part of a major historical research and restoration
project which had been started in St. Augustine in 1936. Early
in that year Dr. John Merriam, president of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, had visited the city to study the possibilities for undertaking a program to preserve and restore the
colonial buildings. He had the support of diverse elements in
town, including Walter Fraser (then mayor) and the St. Augustine Historical Society. Chatelain, recently resigned from the
National Park Service, was named director of the restoration
program. Financing for the project was to come both from the
Carnegie Institution and from local sources. The St. Augustine
Historical Society pledged $500 toward the effort in March
1936, and increased that pledge to $1,000 in the fall.45
While some dreamed of grandiose results along the lines of
a restored Williamsburg, Chatelain put together a staff, including W. J. Winter and native-born historian Albert Manucy, and
commenced basic historical studies and archeological research.
The St. Augustine Historical Society made its library available.46
Unfortunately, this “restoration” concept was not successful
and eventually ended during the early days of World War II.
Lack of sufficient money was a problem, but there was also an
absence of a unified objective among the leaders of the community.47
One of the tangible results of Carnegie’s interest was the
purchase of the Llambias House, a first Spanish period dwelling
located on St. Francis Street near the Oldest House. The Carnegie Institution put up most of the funds to buy the property,
but the Society supplied $2,500 to complete the purchase. Ownership of the Llambias House was vested in the city of St. Augustine, and with the demise of the Carnegie effort, custody of the
44.

Minutes Book, August 6, 1937; “A Digest of the Remarks of Dr. Verne
Chatelain, August 6, ‘37,” Bayfront file.
45. Minutes Book, March 22, October 28, 1936.
46. Ibid., November 21, 1936.
47. X. L. Pellicer to L. G. Cowing, July 19, 1937, Bayfront file.
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house passed to the St. Augustine Historical Society.48
As the restoration program flickered out in early 1941, Society President Dunham predicted that restoration would eventually prove successful even if the present enterprise stopped. He
declared that at the very least the public had been made aware
that “the old land marks are the greatest assets of the city.“49
Meanwhile, the St. Augustine Historical Society was thriving.
Attendance at the Oldest House grew by thousands; in 1939
there were 17,756 visitors; in 1940, 88,485; and in 1941,
107,000. The Society resumed large contributions to the
Chamber of Commerce and to charities, and still had surplus
funds to put into the endowment fund. Even the outbreak of
the war did not put the ledger in the red, although profits were
reduced to a level which just covered expenses.50
The man who had much to do with the financial success of
the Society, business manager W. J. Harris, died on August 2,
1940. He was succeeded in office by his son, J. Carver Harris
who had been active in the Society for several years. He would
continue as business manager down to his retirement in 1982.51
Two days after the attack on Pearl Harbor the board met to
discuss the impact of the war on the Society. Plans were discussed to move the library inland in case of bombing raids or
invasion, although the consensus of the members present was
that such precautions were unnecessary. This, of course, proved
to be the case. Except for the decline in visitation at the Oldest
House, the war had little impact. Meetings were held in the
afternoon, rather than in the evening, to conform to blackout
regulations; funds were donated to the Red Cross; and money
was given to the Chamber of Commerce to send representatives
to Washington to talk with the government about local defenses.52
With the end of the war, Florida experienced an un48.
49.
50.

Minutes Book, November 1, 15, 1938, March 1, 1945.
Ibid., January 14, 1941.
Ibid., February 19, October 8, 1940, January 14, April 8, 1941, January
13, July 14, October 12, 1942, January 9, 1945.
51. Minutes Book, January 20, February 17, 1938, August 30, 1940, September
8, 1942.
52. Ibid., December 9, 1941, January 13, March 10, June 9, July 14, October
13, 1942; “President Dunham’s Message to Members,” Year Book and Review, 1947, booklet.
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precedented wave of visitors from the north. St. Augustine and
the Historical Society shared in the wealth generated by the
tourist flood. In February 1946, the Oldest House recorded
12,441 visitors; in July 1950 visitation reached 18,000; and during 1951 there were 143,000 guests. Even the well in the Oldest
House’s garden produced gold-some years more than a
thousand dollars in coins were retrieved from its depths.53
During these thriving times the Society increased its real estate holdings. A few lots and houses, some of historic value, had
been owned for years. The Society had purchased Oglethorpe
Battery Park on Anastasia Island in 1934, and had landscaped
and marked it with a commemorative obelisk.54 In the early
1950s the Triay House and the Fornells House, both colonial
structures on Spanish Street, were purchased to prevent their
demolition. After restoration they were sold to private individuals with restrictive covenants in their deeds to insure their preservation. 55 Several lots and dilapidated wooden houses were
purchased in the block north of the Oldest House. In an effort
which continued down through the 1960s the Society demolished the existing houses, directed archeological studies to
locate buried colonial foundations, and created a new neighborhood of houses that would harmonize with the colonial ambience of the Oldest House.56
The Dodge House and the Llambias House underwent extensive rehabilitation. During 1948 the Dodge House was given
steel reinforcement, and its stone walls were remortared. In

53. Minutes Book, March [?], 1946, January 14, 1947, April 12, 1949, August
8, 1950, January, 8, 1952.
54. Ibid., March 15, 1932, July 2, September 19, 1934, January 11, 1938,
November 10, December 8, 1959, February 13, 1967.
55. Ibid., January 27, 1950, January 8, September 9, October 14, 1952, July
14, 1953; J. Carver Harris to W. J. Winter, July 10, 1956, in Minutes Book
for 1949-1958.
56. Minutes Book, August 10, 17, September 14, 1954, January 21, 1955, July
12, August 9, October 9, 31, December 11, 1956, January 8, 1957, October
10, 1961, October 11, November 8, 1965, January 10, 1966, November 10,
1969, February 9, March 9, 1970; St. Augustine Record, August 7, 1955;
Manucy, Memorandum for the President, June 2, 1954, Museum Lab
Building file; Manucy, Memorandum for the Board of Directors, October
2, 1963, in Minutes Book for 1959-1969; J. Carver Harris, Memorandum
for Mr. Drysdale, June 2, 1967, ibid.
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1954 the Llambias House required more extensive work. The
stone from the walls and some of the wood from the roof and
floor were disassembled, each piece numbered, then the structure was reconstructed to give a new solidity and permanance
to old work and remove obvious post-colonial elements.57
The Society continued its program of community support.
The Chamber of Commerce spent more than $2,000 of the
Society’s money to convert the band stand on the plaza into an
information booth. The badly deteriorated marble plaque on
the Spanish Constitution Monument was protected with a glass
panel, and a copy of the plaque was made for the opposite side
of the monument. The city of Avilés, Spain, received a $500
donation toward the purchase of a new organ for the church
there. 58
The fountainhead from which all these benefits sprang— the
Oldest House— had remained a source of controversy during all
this time. In 1941 the Society had asked Edward W. Lawson to
study the origins of the Oldest House, and he concluded that
there might be truth to the story of the friars living in the building as far back as 1599. A report by Eleanor Barnes in 1953
reiterated this belief. While there were Society members who
pointed out that no documentary proof for the existence of the
Oldest House predated 1764, the Society’s public stand was ambivalent: while it maintained the “traditional account” of the
friars, it officially refused to claim that the house was the oldest
in the United States. As more evidence from the Spanish colonial period came to light, it became increasingly hard to believe
that the house dated back even to the 1600s.59

57. Minutes Book, September 14, December 14, 1948; J. P. Davis, Report of
Special Committee, December 14, 1948, Bayfront file; Minutes Book, January 15, 1952; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, January 16, 1955.
58. As late as 1974 the Society donated a $15,000 corner lot adjacent to the
Llambias House to the City of St. Augustine for development as a park.
The Altrusa Club undertook landscaping of the lot as its Bicentennial project. Minutes Book, January 13, July 14, 1953, May 11, June 8, August 10,
1954, September 10, 1957; St. Augustine Record, December 23, 1956;
Richard Hawkins to Pellicer, January 23, 1958, Organ for Avilés Church
file.
59. Minutes Book, January 14, March 11, 1947, August 10, 1948; Eleanor
Barnes, “Report to the Oldest House Personnel and the Oldest House
Subcommittee,” September 29, 1953, Oldest House file.
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The riddle of the Oldest House finally was on the way to
resolution in the spring of 1954 when John W. Griffin, a skilled
archeologist, was hired as executive historian. The laying of a
new utility pipe under the rear portico of the Oldest House in
September provided the opportunity to do an archeological
study of the site.60 Underneath the modern floor Griffin uncovered earlier floor levels and some trash pits. The evidence in
this limited dig was scanty, but sufficient for him to conclude
that the earliest habitation of the area dated from the early to
middle 1600s and that the house was probably constructed after
1702. 61
In 1958 Hale G. Smith, Florida State University archeologist,
made more extensive excavations under the interior rooms of
the building and uncovered a crucifix, a British period button,
and some rum bottles. However, Smith’s conclusions on the age
of the dwelling ended any hope that the house might actually
be the oldest in the United States. The present building was
constructed sometime between 1680 and 1710, Smith judged
from the earliest floor material; an earlier wooden house, dating
from about 1650, stood on the same ground and had been destroyed by fire.62
Even as Smith was doing his research, the Oldest House
spawned still another controversy. Early in 1958 Edward W.
Lawson publicly attacked the Society for continuing to assert
ownership of the oldest house in America even after evidence
had been found to refute the claim. He published a booklet and
took out advertisements in the St. Augustine Record to press his
attack.63
Lawson had been a member of the board of directors of the
Society for many years, and his wife was librarian from 1937 to
1947. His report on the Oldest House had tended to support its
claim of the antiquity of the Oldest House. The controversy had
its origins in December 1956, when Lawson called the board’s
attention to the fact that certain parts of the “traditional” story
Minutes Book, January 29, April 13, July 13, 1954.
Frederick C. Gjessing, et al., Evolution of the Oldest House (Tallahassee, 1962),
31-36.
62. Ibid., 43, 84-102; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, July 20, 1958.
63. Lawson, The St. Augustine Historical Society and Its “Oldest House”; St. Augustine
Record, May 23, 1958.

60.
61.
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of the Oldest House had been disproven by recent research.
The church of La Soledad, for one important example, was
discovered to have been located on St. George Street and therefore could not have been the Oldest House. Without any dissension the board agreed to revise the Society’s brochure so as to
64
reflect the latest discoveries. By the next spring, however, the
board was still examining the new findings relating to the Oldest
House and decided to reprint the existing brochure to cover
requirements of the upcoming summer tourist season.65
Subsequently Lawson published The St. Augustine Historical
Society and Its “Oldest House”: A Documented Study of Fabricated
History. The Society replied that research was continuing
(Smith’s archeological study was then in progress) and that it
would publish its findings in due time. On June 10 the board
voted to bring a motion to expel Lawson from the Society before
the full membership at its July meeting.66 At the meeting Lawson spoke in his own defense, declaring that he had published
his attacks on the Society “in the public interest.” Board chairman Albert Manucy stated the board’s case: The facts regarding
the Oldest House were not the issue; Lawson’s apparently vindictive efforts to discredit and embarrass the Society and its
directors were the basis upon which his expulsion was being
requested. By secret ballot the membership voted forty-four to
two in favor of expulsion.67
The Oldest House itself and the adjacent Webb Building
and Tovar House were at this time in the process of being transformed into a professional-caliber museum. Between 1953 and
1956 the Society, in cooperation with the National Park Service,
developed a $10,000 exhibit encompassing 400 years of St. Augustine history to place on the first floor of the Webb Building.
In 1959 an exhibit focusing on the archeology which had been
done on the site was opened in the Tovar House. Much of the

64. Minutes Book, July 29, 1947, December 11, 1956; “Mr. Lawson’s Report,”
attached to minutes of June 11, 1957.
65. Minutes Book, April 9, June 11, 1957.
66. Ibid., July 9, 1957, April 8, June 10, 24, 1958; St. Augustine Record, August
4, 1958.
67. St. Augustine Record, July 9, 1958.
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museum’s bric-a-brac was sold off, much to the dismay of many
old timers.68
The Oldest House underwent a complete transformation.
The first restoration of the property had been done in 1925
when the nineteenth-century wood paneling over the interior
walls was removed and modern plaster stripped from ceilings
to expose the ancient beams overhead. 69 In 1959 a more
thorough restoration was undertaken based on a half-century
of research. Dr. Carver’s circular tower was torn down from the
northeast corner of the house, and the garage apartment on the
west end of the house was demolished. A study of the rafters
revealed that the building had earlier been covered by a hipped
roof. This was reconstructed and the modern asbestos shingles
replaced with wooden shingles. An analysis uncovered green
paint under many layers of more recent paint, and this was used
in the finished version of the house. In 1970 the Oldest House
was recognized as a National Historic Landmark and placed on
the National Register of Historic Places.70
Another indication of the rising competence of the Society
was its growing list of publications. Its first book, Barcia’s
Chronological History of the Continent of Florida, was a long time in
the making. Andres Barcia’s epic, which gave the Spanish view
of the discovery and settlement of North America, had been
located by Emily Wilson back in the early 1920s. In 1945 the
board decided to undertake a translation of the book, and three
years later Anthony Kerrigan was assigned that task. The University of Florida Press handled publication and distribution,
with the Society picking up the costs. By the time the book appeared in 1951 the Society had expended more than $12,000
on the project. Barcia’s history was dedicated to Miss Wilson.71
68. Minutes Book, December 8, 1953, December 13, 1955, April 10, May 8,
1956, October 8, 1957; St. Augustine Record, April 15, 1956; “Progress Report of Exhibit Construction [Tovar House] and Archeology for Summer,
1959,” in Minutes Book for 1959-1969.
69. Unidentified newspaper clipping, n.d., Mueller Scrapbook; “‘Report of
Vice-President Frederick S. Vaill, January 12, 1926,” in Minutes Book,
1919-1931; Lawson, The Historical Society and Its Oldest House, 12-13.
70. Gjessing, Evolution of Oldest Howe, 107-21; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union,
December 13, 1959; St. Augustine Record, May 16, 17, 1970.
71. Wilson to W. J. Harris, July 30, 1925, Wilson letterbook, 1925-1926; Minutes Book, January 6, 1946, March 9, 1948, November 13, 1951; St. Augustine Record, January 9, 1952.
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In January 1955, El Escribano, a monthly newsletter which
carried articles on the history of St. Augustine, made its appearance. In 1959 the publication became a quarterly, although it
continued as a mimeographed and stapled product. In 1977 it
was transformed into an annual and began to be printed professionally. When El Escribano became an annual, the East-Florida
Gazette began appearing as a quarterly newsletter. The editors
of these publications have included: J. Carver Harris, Doris
Wiles, Luis and Eugenia Arana, Jacqueline and Mark Fretwell,
and Jean Parker Waterbury.72
In 1955 the Society spent $2,500 to publish an additional
5,000 copies of the Florida Historical Quarterly’s special Osceola
edition. These were sold by the Society in the Oldest House gift
shop. In 1959 the University of Florida Press and the Society
collaborated on the publication of Charles W. Arnade’s The Siege
of St. Augustine, 1702. In 1962 the Society published the first
book under its name, Albert Manucy’s Houses of St. Augustine,
1565-1821. This volume has probably been the most important
single factor shaping the efforts to enhance the colonial atmosphere of the historic district of town. In 1978 the book went into
its second printing.73
The Evolution of the Oldest Howe, published by Florida State
University in 1962, summarized the historical and archeological
research which had been done on the Oldest House. Albert
Manucy’s Florida’s Menéndez came out in 1965, and Joyce Harmon’s Trade and Privateering in Spanish Florida in 1969. Thomas
Graham’s The Awakening of St. Augustine, The Anderson Family,
and the Oldest City, 1821-1924, was published in 1978 as the first
book-length volume concerning St. Augustine’s history during
the American period. In 1983, on the anniversary of its onehundreth year, the Society published The Oldest City, St. Augustines’ Saga of Survival, a comprehensive history of St. Augustine
from the time of the Timucua to the present. A few other short
publications round out a house list.74
72.

Minutes Book, October 12, 1954, November 14, 1966; “El Escribano,”
typed summary of history of publication, El Escribano file.
73. Minutes Book, January 12, 1954, August 9, September 13, 1955, October
8, November 12, 1957, September 9, 1958, January 13, 1959, July 11,
1961, January 9, August 27, 1962, January 8, 1979.
74. Ibid., November 11, December 9, 1968, June 14, 1976, December 11, 1978,
March 8, 1982.
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The Society’s holdings of books and manuscripts had continued to increase, As early as 1946 there were discussions of
the need for a larger, air-conditioned library. The Llambias
House was considered briefly, and then the idea of a new library
was put aside for several years. In 1958 the planning committee
recommended that a new library be constructed to the rear of
the Oldest House, facing Charlotte Street. In the summer of
1964 the new facility was completed. It contained a reading
room, a fireproof vault, a microfilm alcove, and an upstairs stack
area. The library would also be used for meetings.75
During the 1950s the question of preserving the historic
buildings and distinctive character of St. Augustine came to the
forefront as the city began to grow. The Society feared that
modernization would destroy what it considered to be a precious
national heritage, and it favored zoning laws which would protect the town’s antique atmosphere.76
Perhaps the most ominous threat to the historic aspect of St.
Augustine was the automobile. As traffic increased there were
demands to widen historic narrow streets and to demolish old
structures to make parking lots. During the middle 1950s the
battle between the preservationists and the modernizers focused
on north Bay Street (now Avenida Menéndez). It was proposed
that a major four-lane road with parking spaces be constructed
along the bayfront by demolishing the 1840s vintage seawall
and filling in the bay to create the needed land for a wider street.
On August 11, 1953, the board went on record in opposition
to the bayfront expansion on the grounds that it was not part
of an overall traffic plan, the bayfront should be kept as scenic
as possible, a major bayfront road would pull traffic into the
heart of the historic area and lead to demands for a second
bridge to Anastasia Island paralleling the existing Bridge of
Lions, and, the fort would no longer be a prominent feature of
the bayfront vista if the land were filled and extended into the
bay.77

75.

Minutes Book, October 8, 1946, January 14, 1947, November 14, 1950,
July 8, 1958, September 22, 1961, March 13, 1962, August 12, 1963, August 10, 1964.
76. Ibid., February 10, 1953.
77. Ibid., August 11, 1953.
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When the city began to take action on the expansion plan in
1956, X. L. Pellicer, then president of the Society, led the fight
to halt the plan. A committee was set up to write letters to the
governor and other political leaders opposing the action. Some
board members disagreed with Pellicer’s stand and maintained
that widening of Bay Street was inevitable. This being so, they
maintained, the Society should cooperate to see that the expansion was done in a proper manner.
The battle continued on into the next year, creating divisions
within the Society and great animosity in the community. Pelliter and a few other Society members continued to look for
means of stopping the widening of Bay Street, but their efforts
were unavailing. When completed, the new four-lane road did
help to alleviate traffic problems, but all the negative drawbacks
which the Society had predicted also resulted.78
If the preservation movement lost one battle in St. Augustine
in 1958, it won another. Early in the year Governor LeRoy Collins called for the creation of a Preservation Commission in the
oldest city. The Society endorsed the idea and offered its library
and services to the preservation program. As the new St. Augustine Historical and Preservation Commission began its activities,
the Society lent its support in various ways. Dr. Hale Smith, who
had been employed as archeological consultant, was housed free
of charge in one of the Society’s rental properties. A donation
of $1,000 was approved to help purchase the Arrivas House,
which would serve as the Commission’s headquarters. The Society also allowed the preservation organization to pick through
its back lot for surplus coquina stone which could be used in
restoring the Arrivas House.79
Although the Society’s relationship was always cordial, there
were ambivalent feelings about the new preservation program
which had moved into the Society’s domain. Some members felt
that the Society was not getting enough credit for the help it was
giving to the Commission. A more serious concern was the way
in which the preservation-restoration program was trending.
78.

Ibid., October 9, 1956, March 12, June 7, 11, 1957, January 14, March 11,
July 29, October 14, 1958, March 6, 1959.
79. Ibid., May 13, 1958, June 7, 1960, February 14, 1961; J. T. Van Campen
to H. E. Wolfe, June 8, 1960, in Minutes Book for 1959-1969; Jacksonville
Florida Times-Union, January 26, 1961.
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Most of the work was being done on north St. George Street,
and the title “the restored area” was being used to designate that
part of town. Carver Harris pointed out that “the restored area”
was at the north end of town, far from the Oldest House. “We
are going to be in a bad way,” he warned, if all the development
were north of the plaza and the tourists stayed in that part of
town.80
In fact, the Society was experiencing financial difficulty, but
the seriousness of the financial problem was masked by the
wealth which the Society had accumulated over the previous
half-century. Ironically, as the Society had become more competent and the Oldest House more authentic, the Oldest House
became less successful as a tourist attraction.
As early as 1952 some drops in attendance were occurring,
but there did not seem to be any consistent pattern developing.
Bad weather, repairs of the streets, or some other unusual event
could be cited as the cause of a poor monthly showing. In 1958
the visitation decline was blamed on the nationwide recession.
In most years income still exceeded expenses by small amounts,
but during 1959 the Society was experiencing operating defficits.81
By the summer of 1961 the decline in revenues was alarming. The Society’s accountant Andrew McGhin went over the
financial records from 1953 to 1960 and found that revenues
were declining while fixed expenses were rising.82 Mr. Harris
blamed the decline on the location of the Oldest House in the
southern part of town; he said that by the time tourists reached
it they had already been soured on historic attractions by having
paid too much for other inferior sights. He also felt that the new
trailer trams which carried large numbers of visitors around
encouraged people to see St. Augustine too quickly and depart
without going into many of the places.83 Clement Silvestro, di80.

Minutes Book, April 11, 1961, October 9, December 11, 1962, January 7,
1963; Business Manager’s Report, June 13, 1960, in Minutes Book for
1959-1969.
81. Minutes Book, June 8, 1952, December 31, 1954, October 11, 1955, February 14, July 10, December 11, 1956, May 13, 1958, February 10, September 8, November 10, December 8, 1959.
82. Ibid., July 11, 1961.
83. Ibid., April 12, 1960; J. Carver Harris, Memo to Finance Committee, July
24, 1961, history and information file.
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rector of the American Association for State and Local History,
was called upon for advice, and he declared that it was unrealistic for a historic site to expect to cover its expenses by admission
fees-all require government or other outside support.84
Board member J. Tyler Van Campen, summarizing his
analysis of the problem in a memorandum of December 1962,
blamed the lack of visitors on competition with the “restored
area,” which duplicated the Oldest House with period houses of
its own, and also on the general increase in non-historical attractions in town. His recommended solution was to cut staff (partly
by the use of volunteer help), to increase advertising for the
Oldest House, to set up a museum in the Dodge House on north
St. George Street, and to ask for help from the state Historic St.
Augustine Preservation Board (formerly the Historical Restoration and Preservation Commission).85
In 1966 McGhin once more analyzed the Society’s finances
and again reported a seemingly inexorable decline in revenues.
However, things brightened just a little in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Attendance increased somewhat, and this, combined with an increase in the cost of admission, led to improved
revenues.86 The oil crisis of 1974 kept vacationers out of their
cars and at home, and led to a precipitous decline in visitation
at the Oldest House. On the other hand, vigorous competition
between two rival tourist tram services led to a 150,000 visitor
year in 1978. However, the 1980s opened with three straight
years of ominous declines in attendance. In 1983, the Society’s
centennial year, only 64,795 visitors went through the Oldest
House. 87
At present (1985), despite economic problems which it has
not faced since the days of Dr. Webb, the Society continues to
make a contribution to St. Augustine and the north Florida area.
Its library is frequented by scholarly researchers and a variety
84. Clement M. Silvestro to J. Carver Harris, July 6, 1961, copy, history and
information file.
85. J. Tyler Van Campen, Memorandum to Board of Directors, December 1,
1962, history and information file.
86. Minutes Book, September 12, 1966, January 9, 1967, August 12, September 9, 1968, June 9, July 14, August 11, 1969, January 12, 1970.
87. Minutes Book, December 12, 1977, February 13, 1978; Charles Coomes,
Treasurer’s Report to the Directors for the Five Years 1978-1982, January
15, 1983.
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of genealogists, students, and history buffs. Its programs and
publications draw the public into the study of the archeology,
architecture, and history of the community. Visitors who find
their way to St. Francis Street far from the tourist throngs and
souvenir shops, discover at the Oldest House and its quiet surroundings a purer image of St. Augustine’s historical and architectural heritage.
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